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Stina Hale writes swoony romance filled with fierce heroines, possessive heroes, and the kind of love that refuses to let go. Her stories blend slow-burn tension, emotional depth, and just enough bite—whether that comes from sharp banter, complicated pasts, or the pull of a mate bond that won’t be denied.
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When she’s not writing, Stina can usually be found reading, cuddling with her cats, and dreaming up her next fictional world. 
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This story contains references to sexual assault, violence, captivity, and trauma. The assault itself is not depicted in graphic detail and is handled from a survivor’s perspective, focusing on emotional and psychological impact. Reader discretion is advised.
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Prologue
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Before there were borders, before wolves bowed to alphas, there was the land.

It stretched wild and untamed, thick with old magic and older memory. And from it, the Fenwyn line was born—not by blood alone, but by bond. Not by tooth and claw, but by root and stone. The land did not just feed them; it knew them. And they, in turn, guarded it as one would guard a heart.

The Fenwyns were not the fiercest warriors. They were not the loudest voices in war councils or the first to challenge in blood sport. But when the earth trembled, when the rivers choked, when the sky refused to rain—it was to them the valley turned.

They did not rule the land.
They answered it.
And it answered back.
In every generation, one child was born with more. The wolves called them Wildborn. Light-touched. Earth-marked. Wolves who could wake dying trees and quiet furious storms with a whisper. The land chose them in silence and fire alike. And when the choosing came, none could stop it.

But power, even sacred, does not come without enemies.

The last Wildborn was only just a woman when the rot crept in. When greed split the valley and betrayal cracked her name like brittle bone. Her magic was bound. Her pack stolen. Her body marked by pain and fear and the weight of unborn life.

She ran, not for power, but for survival.

And though the land could no longer reach her, it waited—aching, bleeding, but patient.

Because the land remembers what blood forgets.
And when the land calls...
The Wildbound wolves will answer.
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Chapter 1
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Emmerson

I felt it. The exact moment my mate bond was destroyed.

Casey Thompson, my mate. My Alpha. The leader of the Harbor Moon Pack.

Gone.

The world around me stopped. A low, keening sound left my throat before I could stop it, raw and guttural. My hand clutched at my chest, trying to hold together the pieces as the mark burned and then faded, taking with it the steady hum of his presence in my soul.

The earth reacted with me. I felt the cracks as it splintered across the valley. 

He was dead.

My knees gave out, but I caught myself before hitting the floor. The pups around me were already starting to whine, sensing something was wrong. They always felt the shift first—instinctual little things.

I shouldn’t have been down here, hidden away in the safe room beneath the packhouse with the children. 

I should have recognized that Harvest Claw wasn’t sincere.  We had met with them only a week ago for goddess sake. They had claimed to want peace. Their alpha, Jameson Cole, had stood there and shook my hand along with Casey’s, telling us that he was sick of the constant fighting and boarder disputes. 

I should’ve been at Case’s side, standing with him on the battlefield where our pack fought and bled. After all, this pack was mine, shared with Case out of a need for protection, but still mine. 

But Case wouldn’t allow it. Not after we found out I was pregnant, the land forcing my magic to swell and causing me to collapse. Not after five long years of trying—five years of heartbreak, moon rituals, herbal remedies, and quiet, desperate prayers to the Goddess. Not after I had lost the last pup half way through my pregnancy.

It was finally happening. A miracle. I was barely a month along in our peoples shortened gestational cycle, but I was carrying our pup. Our future. Our legacy.

He didn’t want to risk it. Not even for the true alpha, he had said. 

I wrapped my arms tightly around my stomach, blinking back the tears that threatened to fall. I couldn’t fall apart—not now. Not with so many young eyes on me. Not with my pup still growing inside me.

Case had died protecting us—me, our unborn child, our pack. 

I had to be strong now. For them.

For her.

The power of the Luna role still clung to me like a mantle, heavy and silent. It whispered of duty, of leadership, of the pup in my womb who might one day mean I wasn’t the last direct heir. The pack needed that hope—needed me to carry it forward.

But before I could stand and speak, another wave of agony crashed through me.

This one wasn’t just personal—it was primal.

The pack bond shattered. All of it. Ripped from me in a rush of agony that drove the breath from my lungs. I could feel my connection to the earth breaking – something unnatural in the room, and my connection to the land froze. I felt Maere diving after that bond we had always had, deep into my mind, but I knew it was too late. 

My vision dimmed as the pups began to cry in earnest, their little bodies overwhelmed with fear and confusion. My heart thudded once, then silence.

Everything went black.

When I came to, it took a moment to recognize where I was—and what had happened.

My hand instinctively went to my belly, and I exhaled shakily when I felt her. She was still there. Still alive.

The room came into focus: pale walls, hand-stitched curtains. Stella and Damion’s guest room, tucked away on the outskirts of pack lands. I tried to sit up, but a strong hand steadied me.

“Careful, Luna,” Damion murmured, easing me upright and tucking pillows behind me. “You’ve been through a lot.”

“Why aren’t we at the packhouse?” My voice came out hoarse, as though it had rusted from disuse. “How long have I been out?”

“Almost two days,” Stella said gently, her voice grounding me. “Dr. Jackson checked on you yesterday. The baby’s okay, Emme. She’s strong.” She sat beside me, brushing a lock of hair behind my ear. “Only the three of us know where you are.”

My heart twisted. “Why, Stella? Why hide me? My pack needs me.”

Damion and Stella exchanged a look over my head. That one glance told me everything—whatever they were about to say, I wouldn’t like it.

“You aren’t the alpha any longer, Em,” Damion said grimly. “Beta Carson... He’s taken the pack.”

“What?” The word came out as a growl.

“Not everyone remembers who and from what you are. When the pack bond shattered...” he shook his head. “We were all weakened—scattered. Without that link, we were nothing but rogues. In that moment we lost the knowledge of who you were to us, all except the most fiercely loyal. Stella and I, Remi seems to remember from what I can gather, Thorne. There are others that seem to know they should remember something, but can’t quiet place it. Carson didn’t waste a second. Cut his own arm open and forced the closest wolves drink his blood. Then he took theirs in return.”

I stared at him in horror. “That’s blood-binding magic. Forbidden without the oath and without consent.”

“He made himself their Alpha,” Damion confirmed. “I was forced to drink—I think he wanted to make sure I couldn’t turn on him. I’m only able to block him out because I know who our true alpha is. Stella’s still free. I told him I couldn’t find her in the chaos. So far, he believes it.”

I sat up straighter, rage beginning to boil. “This pack is mine. Harbor Moon is my bloodline. My mate may be gone, but this pack was never truly his. I am the rightful Alpha.”

Stella met my eyes and nodded slowly. “Say the word.”

“As soon as we can, Stella. We will start to reclaim the pack.”

“Emme, he’s issued a kill order on you,” he said. “Gold for your corpse. The warriors are loyal to him now—most of them, anyway. You can’t stay here. It’s not safe, for any of us.”

“I will not give up my pack!” I roared. “We have hundreds of square miles of forest, of land blessed by the Goddess. I won’t let that traitor poison it any longer than he already has.”

“And you won’t,” he said. “But not if you die tonight. I just heard the call go out, as you woke—Carson knows you’re here. Nine of our strongest are on their way. You have to leave, Emme. Now. Take Stella. I’ll draw them off—buy you time.”

I stood, breathing hard, but resolute. “I’m not leaving you behind.”

His jaw clenched. “You’ll die if you don’t run.”

Before he could argue further, I brought my wolf forward, let her rise to the surface, and bit into my own forearm. The blood welled fast—thick, potent, laced with Alpha power. I extended it to Stella. “Swear to me.”

“You’re the only Alpha I’ll ever follow,” Stella whispered, her voice steady despite the danger pressing in around them. Her hand clasped Emme’s, their bond forged in something deeper than rank or blood. “Not because of your name. Not because of the bloodline. Because you see us. Because you feel the land. That’s what makes you ours. And I’ll stand with you—until the end. I swear my loyalty to Emmerson Fenwyn, as my one true alpha.” 

“You’re coming with us, Damion. I won’t let her feel the pain of losing you—not now.”

“I’ll follow you,” he said, eyes burning. “Soon as we cross into neutral territory, I’ll make my vows.”

He tossed us packed bags from the front closet—he’d been ready. Casey had told him to prepare.

“There’s a route to the north,” Damion said. “It’s the fastest path out. But you’ll have to partially shift, Emme.”

I nodded and let Maere surface just enough to lend me speed. I gripped Stella’s hand, and the two of us ran out the back.

We made it to the trees just as fists pounded on the front door.

Damion followed behind us, his wolf Shaw shifting fully as he howled a warning to buy us time. The trees closed in around us, and I didn’t look back—until the howls began.

A chorus. A hunt.

Stella stopped, turning as the vibrations filled the ground beneath us. I could feel it too—the pain lancing through the bond as Damion turned back to fight.

Shaw.

“No!” she whispered.

“Stella, we have to run. Now.” I grabbed her hand, but she wouldn’t move.

“I know,” she whispered. “But I can’t leave him.”

I felt the walls slam down in her mind. She was shielding me—shielding our tiny pack of two.

But it didn’t protect me from what came next.

Joseph’s wolf—brutal, blood-soaked—ripped Shaw’s chest open and tore out his heart.

Stella screamed—and I pulled her, stumbling, through the trees. She turned once more, met my eyes, and whispered one word.

“Run.”

She charged toward them, toward Damion’s broken body—and was cut down before I could stop her.

Her death howl shattered the forest.

And I ran.

Emmerson - Fifteen Months Later

Rowan’s babbling pulled me out of my thoughts.

I crossed the room and scooped her into my arms, pressing a soft kiss to her golden curls. She was a year old now—strong, loud, and stunning. All golden skin and hair, just like her father. But her eyes were mine. The same glowing blue that had marked Harbor Moon’s Alpha line for nearly fifty generations. The eyes Case had once called his favorite part of me.

Every day since his death, since everything fell apart, had been a war between grief and survival. Three deaths had sent me running, and not a single day had passed that my chest didn’t ache with the weight of it—my mate and Rowan’s father, my best friend and her mate, my home, my pack. And now, even in hiding, I knew we weren’t truly safe.

Carson was still looking for us. I knew it, felt it in my bones. He had come close a few times, but hadn’t been able to track me into this small town specifically. 

I’d reached the lake’s edge long before I’d gone far enough north. In that moment, instinct took over. I turned west and waded into the icy waters, swimming hard until I reached the southern coast. The current had done what I couldn’t—it stripped away every trace of my scent.

Now, we were tucked into a small coastal town about two hours south of the Harbor Moon border. Close enough to keep watch. Far enough to hide. Risky, yes—but I refused to run any farther. I needed to stop hiding. I needed to start reclaiming pieces of the life Carson had tried to burn down.

This town sat along the northern border of the Harvest Claw Pack; a place we’d warred with for generations. I’d grown up fearing them, especially their Alpha—Jameson Cole. The stories painted him as ruthless, his pack was one of the strongest for a thousand miles. But that strength was also what made this place feel safe.

If Alpha Jameson and his pack patrolled close, maybe Carson wouldn’t dare.

I settled Rowan into her highchair and made my way to the tiny kitchen and prepped her bottle, juggling formula with one hand while trying to toast a piece of bread with the other. Parenting alone was hard enough. Parenting as a rogue Alpha with a one year old pup was like walking through fire barefoot.

Maere had been quiet during those early months—shrouded in our shared grief, struggling not to feel the land in the way we always had. But when Rowan was born, something shifted. Maere reappeared, drawn to our pup’s wolf. She’d bonded with her daughter’s spirit; with the little wolf we now knew as Velen. Their connection had helped heal the splinters in both of us. And even though she was still weak, she was there. 

I brought the bottle over to Rowan, who was currently banging her tiny fists on the highchair tray like a pint-sized warrior. I smiled through the ache in my chest. Case would have been so proud. 

Luna-born pups always aged faster than their human counterparts. At only one year, Rowan moved and responded more like a eighteen-month-old. She babbled constantly, some words coming more clearly than others, made her needs known clearly, and already showed signs of a sharp little mind. I loved this stage—but mourned how quickly it was slipping past me.

After breakfast, I set her in the playpen and snuck away for a quick shower. A year ago, Margot—my landlord, boss, and saving grace—had hired me as the manager for the bookstore we lived above. Wolf and Wildflowers was a quaint little shop with a steady mix of humans and wolves. I loved the humans for their simple joys, but my pulse always quickened when a wolf walked through the door. Every whisper of pack politics or distant tension was fuel for my quiet planning.

After showering and dressing us both, I headed downstairs and began setting up the store.

Margot arrived ten minutes later, as she always did—calm, steady, like the sun rising just for me.

“Good morning, my little wildflower,” she said warmly. “How’d you two sleep?”

I smiled, the tension in my chest loosening for the first time all morning. Margot had taken me in fifteen months ago without a single question. Pregnant, terrified, and broken, I had stumbled into her store—and she had wrapped her arms around me like the mother I hadn’t known I needed. She’d held my hand through the birth of my daughter and filled a space in my heart I’d long believed was beyond repair. She was wholly and wonderfully human, but I swear I could sense magic in her veins as well. The shop came to life for her. 

“We slept well. Your tea’s waiting at the desk.” I passed Rowan over to her. “Mind keeping an eye on Ro while I finish some reshelving?”

“Thank you, Wildflower. I’ll keep my little firefly with me.” She turned toward the desk, already cooing at Rowan.

“Is Caleb in the back?” she asked.

“Yep. Walked in with me and went straight to work.”

“Good. That boy could get into more trouble before 10 a.m. than most people manage in a week. It’s good he’s staying busy.” She shook her head and grinned, walking off with my daughter in her arms like she’d done it a thousand times.

I smiled to myself and went back to tidying up the shelves.

By the time the clock struck 10:30, the store was ready, Rowan was giggling in the front room, and the ghosts of the past had, for now, quieted.

I walked to the door and turned the lock, flipping the sign to OPEN.

Let the day begin.

The day passed in a flurry of customers—wolf and human alike. Caleb stepped out from his makeshift workshop just after lunch, scooping Rowan from Margot’s arms to put her down for her nap upstairs. Then he and Margot spent the next couple of hours huddled together, tinkering with new herb mixes and protective tokens that had been selling well to the growing number of rogue wolves in the area.

It was just before 4:00 when the scent hit me.

Blood and ash.  Like scorched earth after a wildfire.

Joseph. Carson’s second in command and the man who had taken Stella and Damion from me. 

I spun toward the others—Margot, Caleb, and Rowan.

He wasn’t inside; his scent had carried through the front windows on the wind. A rot I would never forget.

Without a word, I crossed the room and took Rowan from Caleb’s arms, cradling her close. Caleb caught the tremor in my body and let out a low, warning growl.

“Margot. Emme. Back staircase. Now.” His command came barely above a whisper, but it was sharp, clear, and urgent.

Margot didn’t hesitate. She grabbed my hand and led us to the back of the old Victorian shop. As soon as we reached the narrow stairwell, she pulled out the emergency bags and the custom harness we’d made so I could carry Rowan in wolf form.

Maere reached through the bond to Ro and Valen, pressing calm into our pup’s mind. Stay quiet, little flower. Stay hidden.

Then the front bell rang, its innocent chime slicing through the tension like a blade.

The scent of ash and death hit full force.

He’s inside.

“Can I help you?” I heard Caleb say from the storefront, his voice tight, teeth bared beneath the calm.

Exaggerated sniffing followed. My stomach turned.

“I’m not here for you, mutt.”  Joseph’s voice. I flinched. Caleb snarled.

“Where is the bitch? I can smell her. She needs to be returned to her pack. Alpha Carson demands it.”

Like hell.

No one was dragging me back. Not with my daughter. I’d reclaim Harbor Moon on my terms—or not at all.

“There’s no one else here,” Caleb said flatly. The lie fell off of his tongue so smoothly I almost believed it myself. “I don’t know who you think you’re looking for, but I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

I winced as a crash followed—books falling, Caleb shoved into a wall.

Heavy footsteps thundered around us, growing closer.

We’re out of time.

“Help me get the harness on when I shift,” I told Margot, my voice shaking. “We have to go.”

My chest clenched. I hadn’t had a moment to say goodbye. Wolf and Wildflowers had become home. Margot and Caleb—family.

And once again, Joseph was forcing me to leave it all behind.

Wait, Em.

Maere stilled me.

He’s coming straight for this door. We can’t wait, Maere—

Trust me.

Joseph’s hand landed on the doorknob.

My breathing slowed. My heartbeat quieted.

Maere’s magic curled around us like roots and smoke.

Then—another clang.

The front door burst open again, and the sharp tang of gunmetal and river water flooded the air.

Joseph yelped. A crash. Then a growl like thunder.

“You’d do well to remember,” a voice rang out, low and dangerous, “that this town—and everyone in it—is under the protection of Alpha Jameson Cole and the Harvest Claw Pack.”

Margot exhaled beside me. I went still.

Harvest Claw. Here. I had been a rouge for a year, but there was still the slightest chance he would recognize me.  The last time I had interacted with the leadership of Harvest Claw, it had not ended well.  The attack that took everything from me had happened a week later. 

“Harbor Moon presence this close to our borders will not be tolerated, beast. Tell your Alpha.”

Moments later, Margot bolted from our hiding place, straight to Caleb’s side.

I followed slowly, Rowan still pressed tightly to me, staying just in the shadows. A massive male wolf stood in the shop, posture calm but commanding. Beta Kael.

Caleb, rising to his feet, paused and bowed his head.

“Beta Kael,” he said, voice ragged but respectful. “Thank you for your intervention.”

Kael turned. His stone-grey eyes scanned the shop, landing on me—on Rowan.

His gaze lingered.

I growled before I could stop it. Maere was seething. This wolf’s pack was the reason our mate had died. She did not trust him near our pup.

Kael’s eyes flickered with the faintest spark of amusement, and recognition, then cooled. He turned to Margot.

“Ms. Ellis, Alpha Jameson asked me to check in on the human-owned shops in town,” he said. “We’ve had concerns about Harbor Moon activity. Is this the first time someone loyal to Carson has come through?”

My stomach flipped. I shot Margot a panicked glance.

She didn’t blink.

“We’ve had a few former Harbor Moon wolves pass through, seeking safety,” she said smoothly. “But no one who claimed loyalty to their Alpha... Thief. Until today.”

Good girl, Maere whispered.

Kael nodded once, sharp and clean.

“That beast shouldn’t be back anytime soon. But if anyone else gives you trouble, contact the patrols.”

And with that, he turned and walked out of Wolf and Wildflowers, the bell chiming softly in his wake.

Jameson

Kael didn’t even knock. He pushed through my office door like the gods themselves were chasing him.

I shoved aside the pack reports. “What.”

“Ran into a situation in town.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Rogues again?”

“Harbor Moon. A scent I didn’t recognize. Got into Margot’s shop.”

That pulled me upright. Margot’s shop was supposed to be neutral ground.

Kael shifted his weight, jaw tight. “The shop’s safe. Caleb was there. And... someone else.”

I stilled. Rhydan stirred. “Go on.”

Kael’s gaze flicked to me, unreadable. “She works at the bookstore. Margot’s got her on staff. There’s a kid. A pup.”

“Why do I care about this, Kael?”

“Because the pup called her mama.”

My wolf’s claws scraped at the edges of my mind.

Kael crossed his arms, voice flat now. “I’m pretty sure the woman is Harbor Moon’s missing Luna.”

Silence.

He let it hang there.

“Impossible,” I snapped. “She’s dead. Everyone said she was dead.”

Kael shook his head once. “Not dead. Hiding.”

Rhydan surged inside me, snarling. My voice came out rough. “Tell me everything.”

Kael named the shop. Named Caleb. Named the inn two blocks down, where they’d been helping provide shelter to wolves on the run. He told me about the way she held the pup. The way her scent shifted when she thought no one was looking.

Curiosity strangled my anger.

Harbor Moon’s Luna. The Fenwyn heir.

In my territory.

“Find out everything you can about her. I want her name.”

Kael hesitated. “I don’t think she’ll give it.”

I stood slowly. “Then I’ll take it.”

Rhydan’s hunger echoed through me, low and savage. 

Whoever she was—she wasn’t staying hidden much longer.

Emmerson

The next two weeks passed in a blur of busy hands and a restless mind.

Work at the shop kept me grounded, but the sudden appearance of both Harbor Moon and Harvest Claw at the store had my nerves wound tight. The rumors, and my own personal experience, about Alpha Jameson Cole had never painted him as someone who cared for humans. And yet here he was—offering protection to a mostly human town.

It didn’t fit.

But what terrified me more was knowing that if Carson had sent Joseph to find me... he wasn’t giving up now that he had found trace of my scent.

He used to want me dead. If that had changed, it could only mean something bad.

It was my day off, and I decided to take Rowan into the woods. We both needed it.

She was strapped snug against my chest, and her warmth settled something in me. Moments like these made me ache for Case. The scent of cedar and evergreen surrounded us as we started down our favorite trail. 

Goddess, I missed him.

I would give anything to bury my face in Case’s chest again, to hear him say everything would be okay. He would have loved these moments. Holding his daughter. Laughing in the sun. He would have relished every second of it.

We hiked until we reached the waterfall, where the sunlight made the mist glitter like silver. I stripped off my clothes and undressed Rowan, and we played in the pool at the base of the falls until her laughter rang through the trees.

For a moment, we were free.

I was getting us ready to leave when Maere stirred in the back of my mind.

“Multiple wolves. North. Let me take over, Em. Get your things, move into the caves, and let me shift. If they’re not friendly, I can hold them longer than you can.”

My heart thundered, but I listened. Which pack was coming for us? Did it even make a difference which one?

I gathered our clothes quickly and slipped into the nearest cave. Once I’d hidden Rowan deep inside, I gave Maere control. The shift rippled through me like ice and fire, and when I emerged into the shaded light of the cave mouth, I was a creature both hunted and hunting.

Since Case’s death, Maere’s fur had changed. Where once it had been pure snow with rose-gold paws, it was now streaked with ash grey—marking the mate we’d lost. Her tribute.

We crouched low in the shadows. Then the scent hit me.

Blood and ash. Burnt flesh.

Joseph. And someone else.  Was that Conner? I had always thought he was loyal to Case and I. That was a disappointment. 

I pressed farther into the shadows, trying to hide not just myself—but my scent.

Then, two howls pierced the air.

I froze.

The first scent was river stone, earth, and frost. I remembered him—the Beta from the bookstore.

The second stopped me cold.

Charred oak. Black pepper. Clove. A fire barely contained—wrapped in a slightly sweet scent I couldn’t name.

It curled around me like a tether. Not a flame. A bond. What the hell?

Alpha Jameson Cole.

Maere retreated into the cave, curling in front of Rowan, trying to hide the wildflower and linen scent of our pup. I tried to reach for my magic, but just like every time over the last year or so, nothing answered.  It was there, it just wouldn’t come to life. 

The forest outside filled with snarls. Four wolves. The battle drew away from us—likely on purpose.

They knew we were here.

We waited fifteen minutes before Maere finally allowed me to control the shift back. I dressed quickly and stepped into the mouth of the cave, ready to run for home. 

A howl split the air—the beta, hopefully victorious.

Then, a twig snapped to my left.

I turned slowly.

Joseph.

His grin made my skin crawl. “Well, look what I found. My alpha will be pleased. Lost little rogue Luna. Emmerson Fenwyn. You’re coming with me.”

He stepped forward. I stood my ground, blocking the cave behind me with my body.

“I’m not going anywhere with you,” I growled, voice steady even as my heart beat like a war drum.

He raised a brow. “None of that now, forgotten Luna. Come quietly.”

I knew I would. I would go with him if it meant Ro stayed hidden. My hand slipped toward my bag where the tracker Caleb gave me was tucked. I activated it and stepped out of the cave fully, leaving Rowan inside. 

Goddess, please let them find her.

Joseph raised a gun—tranquilizers, most likely—just as the earth behind me shook.

A snarl ripped through the forest as a massive black wolf stepped into view.

Alpha Jameson.

He didn’t hesitate. He stepped beside me, fur bristling, a growl vibrating the air between us.

Joseph hesitated—but still fired.

Two sharp pops.

I felt the sting of the dart in my shoulder. My legs buckled. My vision blurred.

Just before I hit the ground, I breathed in his scent—fire and wood and something impossibly steady.

Orange, just like Case. 

Maere whispered, heartbroken and sure.

Mate.

And then everything went dark.
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Chapter 2
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Caleb

“Margot!” I shouted, sprinting from the back workshop to the front desk. My heart pounded against my ribs.

She was like a mother to me. And I knew—I knew—she felt the same way about Emme.

Emme was older than me, maybe four or five years, but she slid into the little pack I’d built with Margot like a sister. And her kid? Squirt had me wrapped around her chubby fingers from day one.

When Emme first showed up over a year ago, I was irritated. Wolf & Wildflower had been my sanctuary, mine and Margot’s. But she... she belonged here. I’d seen it in her eyes the first time she picked up a book and didn’t flinch when my magic hummed near her.

Weeks ago, when she tore Squirt from my arms in a panic, something in me snapped to attention. The scent of Emme’s fear still clung to my clothes.

That was the moment I knew I’d fight for them. No matter what.

In the chaos afterward, I slipped her a small pouch of herbs—woven with what little magic I had. A tracker, tied to her blood and fear. It would only activate if she or Rowan were in danger.

And just now? I felt it snap tight like a cord yanked by a violent hand.

She was calling to me.

“Caleb, take a breath. What is it?” Margot’s voice was steady, but her eyes were already wide with worry.

“The tracker. Emme just triggered it.”

I grabbed her hands, made her meet my gaze. “Something’s wrong. I need to go. Lock the shop, call patrols if you can. Have them follow my scent. But stay here, Margot. Promise me.”

She searched my face, then nodded once. “Go. Find my little wildflower and firefly. Bring them home.”

I was already out the door and into the woods before the locks clicked shut behind me.

The tracker pulled me toward the trail Emme loved most—the one that led to the waterfall and the old caves.

I ran, my limited wolf senses blazing.

As I broke through the tree line, two massive wolves stood at the cave entrance.

Alpha Jameson Cole. Beta Kael.

They rose as one, snarling as I approached. I threw up my hands.

“Easy! I’m not a threat—”

But Jameson was already moving. One heartbeat later, I was slammed against a tree, his forearm like iron across my chest.

His eyes—storm-dark and full of rage—bored into mine, Rhydan burning just beneath the surface.

“Why do I smell her on you?” he snarled. “Why is my mate’s scent all over you?” Mate? What the hell was he talking about?

Kael stepped up behind him, calm but alert. “The girl at your store last week, Caleb. The one with Margot—who is she?” Wait. Emme? He is her mate? Or... second chance mate?

“Emmerson Holt?”

As I answer, a small cry echoed from just inside the cave.

Rowan.

It startled Jameson enough to loosen his hold on me. I didn’t wait—I bolted past them and into the darkness.

She was there, curled on the floor. Alone.

Emme’s bag sat beside her, half-open. My tracking pouch was nestled under it.

I scooped Rowan into my arms. She cried harder, her little wolf whimpering under the surface.

Jameson and Kael stepped into the cave a moment later.

“What happened here?” My voice was low and deadly, but stayed strong, considering I had just ordered an alpha and beta. 

Kael’s jaw tightened. “We tracked two wolves, from Harbor Moon. The girl, Emmerson, was hiding in here with the pup. One of the wolves—the beta that showed up at the store a few weeks ago—told her she was coming with him.”

He glanced at Jameson, uncomfortable. “I managed to kill one of them. The beta must’ve doubled back.”

Jameson spit out the rest. “We were hit with tranquilizers, powerful ones. I fought it off, but wasn’t fast enough. She collapsed and they took her.” His words came out more like a whine. 

I pressed Rowan closer to my chest, rocking her like I’d seen Emme do. She wouldn’t stop crying.

Jameson looked at her—and growled. He reached out like he might take her. I growled back. Low. Warning.

“She’s Margot’s family. She’s mine. Emmerson called me here with that tracker because she wanted Rowan safe—with us.”

He didn’t move. Just stared at me. At the pup.

Finally, he spoke, voice gravel and thunder.

“She stays with you. For now. Whether she’s mine or not—she’s Harvest Claw now. She is the heir. And when I find her mother, I’ll bring them both home.”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

He turned to Kael. The two of them shifted and vanished into the trees like smoke.

And I stood there in the quiet cave, holding Emme’s daughter.

Waiting for the rest of the world to catch up.

Emme

The floor was cold beneath my knees. Rough stone scraped my skin through torn fabric as they dragged me down the narrow hall, the world tilting in sharp edges and copper-slick pain. My ribs screamed with each breath, vision tunneling between red and black as blood trailed down my chin. The blow to my cheek had fractured something; I could feel it throbbing just beneath the swelling. My arms hung uselessly at my sides, purple and red already blooming over pale skin.

Maere howled within me, wild with grief and fury. We have to get back. We have to find her. Rowan.

But I couldn’t move. I was a limp thing in the hands of my captors, bones aching and soul unraveling.

And through all of it... That unbearable thread pulsing just beneath my skin. That soft, silver-stitched pull.

Jameson.

It made no sense. No sense at all.

The bond had sparked the second I was hauled out of the cave and thrown into the dust. One glance. One breath. And it had seared my soul.

I didn’t want it. Didn’t want him. The man who led the charge. The man who bore Harvest Claw’s colors. The man who helped Carson kill Case. Kill Stella. Kill Damion.

I could feel my heart pounding, each beat like a scream.

Why would the goddess tie me to him? Why now? Why this?

They passed through a final iron door, the corridor narrowing into rough stone cells.

I’d been here once before—when I was younger, curious. Before I had fully understood what power could be twisted into.

Now it was my cage.

The guards opened the very last cell and tossed me inside like a sack of broken bones. I hit the ground hard, a fresh scream tearing through my lungs, Maere howling beneath my skin, biting my lip until I tasted iron.

The door slammed shut with a metallic clang.

I spun, as fast as I could manage while still remaining standing. Maere’s rage thrashed against the inside of my ribs.
And then—
Bootsteps.
Measured. Slow. Familiar in the worst way.

Carson appeared at the top of the stairs, a smirk painted across his face like he’d been waiting years for this moment.

“Well. If it isn’t Emmerson Fenwyn.”

I felt the blood in my veins turn to ice. I sank to the floor, unable to hold my weight any longer.

That name hadn’t been used in years.  No one had called me that outside of the few our family had trusted. Not since the rest of my family had been murdered in an attempt to seize power. The day I had transferred my alpha status to Case in an attempt to keep us all safe. But he shouldn’t be using that name. He remembered when it should be impossible.

I managed to lift my head, wincing through the pain. “Don’t call me that.”

He descended slowly, savoring every step. “Why not? It’s who you are. The Fenwyn heir. Harbor Moon’s dirty little secret. The girl who ran.” He stopped just outside the bars, hands tucked behind his back like he was entertaining a guest.

I spat at the floor between us, bloody and defiant. “You won’t get away with this.”

Carson laughed—a quiet, cold thing. “But I already have.” He crouched slightly, peering in at me like I was a particularly interesting animal. “And now you’re going to help me make sure I never lose again.”

I didn’t speak. Didn’t blink. Couldn’t process what exactly he meant by that.

“I’m going to bleed you, little moon. Drop by drop. Your blood will feed this land—repair it. Make it whole again. And once it’s done... once the rot you ran from is scrubbed clean...” He grinned, shark-like. “I’ll breed you. Over and over, until I’ve got enough Fenwyn blood to last generations.”

Maere shrieked.

But I remained still. Spine rigid, eyes burning into his. “You won’t touch me.”

“Oh, I won’t, not today.” Carson said casually, rising to his feet again. “I’ll have to break you first. And don’t worry, Emmerson—” he sneered, “—I have so much time.”

I didn’t flinch. Didn’t cry.

I let the silence rise like a storm behind my eyes, let Maere build it into something terrible.

Carson turned to leave, voice echoing down the stone corridor. “Sleep well, my little heir. Tomorrow, the work begins.”

Bloodied, bruised, this bond burning with a stranger I’d never wanted—sat alone in the dark.

And didn’t break.

Jameson

I couldn’t breathe.

Not properly. Not since the moment her scent had been ripped from me, torn away like the moon itself had vanished from the sky. My wolf howled, pacing endlessly beneath my skin, clawing and snapping, demanding answers I didn’t have.

She was gone.

My mate.

I barely remembered getting back to the packhouse. Everything after her capture was a blur of rage and failure. Of knowing I’d found her too late. And then lost her.

Harbor Moon and Harvest Claw had never stood on the same side of the valley. Where her people guarded the land like a living thing, we guarded borders. Strength. Order. And every council meeting ended the same way—Emmerson Fenwyn standing calm and unyielding while I pushed for action she refused to support.

We’d argued more than once. Over patrol lines. Over territory. Over how much blood was worth spilling to keep the packs safe.

And then Case was killed.

Harbor Moon fell. Carson rose. And Harvest Claw’s banners had been seen near the valley the night everything burned.

I’d known what it looked like. I’d just never imagined she would be the one paying the price for it.

Kael was the first to arrive, silently stepping into my office, eyes darting over me like he was assessing battlefield damage.

Then Torren. Dax. Kellen. Brenna.

My inner circle.

The door clicked shut behind Brenna. Kael crossed his arms over his chest.

“You’re going to talk,” Kael said softly. “Or I’ll make you.”

I looked up. The words came out like gravel scraping my throat.

“I found her.”

The air shifted. Tensed.

“Found who?” Brenna asked.

I dragged a shaking hand through my hair. Couldn’t meet their eyes.

“My mate.”

The silence fractured. Kellen let out a curse. Torren took a step forward. Brenna’s expression crumpled in soft understanding. But Kael—Kael just waited, steady as stone.

“And?”

“She’s gone.” My voice cracked. “They took her.”

“Who?” Kellen’s voice was sharp.

“Harbor Moon.”

Torren growled. Dax’s fists clenched.

“She’s Carson’s Luna?” Brenna whispered, more confused than anything.

“No.” I finally looked up. “She’s the Fenwyn heir.”

Even Kael’s mask cracked at that.

“You’re sure?” Dax asked quietly.

“I’m sure.” My chest felt caved in. “Caleb told us her name. Emmerson Holt. But it doesn’t matter what name he gave me. All she did was change her last name. And I recognized her, from that meeting we attended right before Harbor Moon fell.”

The weight of it crashed over the room.

“I found her.” My voice shattered. “And I couldn’t keep her.”

The bond felt frayed. Empty. The edge of her mind still there, just out of reach, like a hand slipping beneath dark water.

Kael stepped closer, solid and commanding. “Then we get her back.”

I shook my head once. “I don’t even know where they’ve taken her.”

“We’ll find out,” Brenna said softly. “She’s ours now. That’s how this works.”

“I can’t—” My throat locked. “I can’t lose her.”

“You won’t,” Kael said simply. Like it was fact.

Kellen pushed forward, fierce. “What’s the plan, Alpha?”

They were waiting. All of them.

And I was breaking.

“I don’t have one,” I rasped.

Kael’s voice dropped. “Then we make one for you.”

Rhydan pressed forward then—not wild, not snarling—but hollow. Desperate.

We failed her.

Kael saw it. He always saw too much.

“Let’s go over everything,” he ordered gently. “From the start.”

So I did.

And this time, when I spoke her name, Emmerson, it didn’t feel like a death sentence. It felt like a vow.

Emme - Six Months Later

The chains had grown into my skin.
There were days—weeks, maybe—where I forgot what freedom felt like. What sunlight looked like on bare shoulders. What it meant to walk without fear of pain.
Every morning came with blood. Every night ended in the cold, my body leaking power and defiance into the stone beneath me.

Carson had stopped coming weeks after the first day. Left the task of bleeding me to guards who didn’t speak. I’d started to count the drops of blood on the floor. Stopped again when they became too many.

Maere had gone quiet long ago. Curled into herself. Silent. Hiding somewhere deep where even I couldn’t follow.

I had survived. Barely. A half-life clinging to a full soul.

So when the footsteps echoed again down the stairs, I didn’t bother looking up. Not until the voices followed. Male. Confident. Familiar.

Carson.

He stepped into view with two guards flanking him. The torchlight didn’t flicker like it used to. There was no magic in the air anymore.

“Emmerson.” His voice hadn’t changed.

I didn’t move. Didn’t speak.

Carson crouched outside her cell. “I’ve waited long enough.”

I lifted my head. Slowly. Jaw clenched against the ache in my bones. “Get out.”

A laugh. It echoed in the empty dungeon like something fractured. “You forget where you are.”

I spit at his feet.

The door opened.

I scrambled back, panic ripping through what little strength I had left. Hands seized me—too many, too strong—dragging me forward, forcing me down against the cold stone.

“No—NO—” My voice tore raw from my throat as I thrashed and kicked, but my body betrayed me. I hadn’t eaten in days. I was weak. Empty.

“Today,” Carson said calmly, stepping inside the cell, “you begin a new purpose.”

Something inside me fractured.

Not all at once. Not cleanly.
I splintered.
Every breath became pain. Every second stretched thin and sharp.

The land screamed.

Maere howled from somewhere deep and buried—NO—a sound of pure refusal and grief.

And before the world could finish breaking me, I left it.

I shut my eyes. Let go of the stone. The chains. The blood.

I was not here.

I was not here.

I was gone.
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Chapter 3
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Jameson

I feel it happen—Rhydan taking control again.

The time I can hold my human form is getting shorter. Thinner. Fragile, like everything else.

Rhydan is the only reason I’ve survived this long. He shields me from the bone-deep agony of knowing my mate is still alive... but not here. Not in my arms. Not where she belongs. Likely hurt, held by an unknown enemy. We went to Harbor Moon the day after she was taken. They wouldn’t let us in but it didn’t matter. There was no trace of her sweet scent. 

I never even got to speak to her. Just one glance before she was ripped away.

By day, I lead my pack. I wear the title. I make the calls. It’s all mechanical now—just duty on a loop.

At night, Rhydan runs.

Every. Single. Night.

He hunts for her. He tracks every whisper of her scent. For over a year, he’s found nothing but the faint trail she left behind at Wolf and Wildflower. The bookstore where her pup currently lives. Her scent still clings to the bricks and wood and books she once touched.

Rhydan sleeps curled outside the shop.

Beneath the window where her pup—our daughter—sleeps. Rowan is unlike any other pup I’ve ever met. Even though she wasn’t mine, her wolf called to mine, I was already hopelessly attached. 

We live off the scraps of my mate’s scent. Off memory. Off hope.

Another night. Another empty trail.

I curl beneath the old tree just beyond Margot’s fence, ears tilted toward her voice as she hums Rowan to sleep.

I should go. Run. Search again.

But I’m worn thin. Tonight, I stay still.

Just let me breathe her in.

A gentle pressure tugs at the back of my mind. Kael.

What do you want, Kael?

You at the house again?

I’m guarding my pup.

We need you at the packhouse, Alpha. Rhydan snarls as the thought filters through.

Whatever it is, I’m sure you can handle it.

Damn it, Jameson. Your pack needs you. We’re doing what we can, but we’re stretched thin. You lead us, and they want to fight for you—for her. But they can’t do it blind. They need you to lead the hunt. I expect you back in the morning.

There’s a pause before his last message pushes through, low and tight.

Harbor Moon sent a letter. Says they’ve got something worth aligning over. Could be nothing. Could be worth hearing... if only to shut them down. It also gets us access to their lands, something to consider. 

The link fades.

I exhale slowly and rest my head against the bark behind me.

Tomorrow, then.

But tonight—tonight I stay here.

With the only piece of my mate I still have.

I wake at four in the morning.

Kael’s right, of course. Smug bastard always is.

I stretch out slowly, breathing in one last deep draw of my mate’s scent—and my pup’s. It grounds me. Hurts like hell, but grounds me. Then I’m up and moving, shifting and sprinting toward the pack house, the wind biting as I cut through the trees.

I make it back just before five. I wait until I’m on the Alpha’s floor before shifting back. Rhydan yields control with a low grumble in the back of my mind, and I don’t bother trying to calm him. He’s restless. So am I.

I head straight for my room and yank on training gear without breaking stride.

Fifteen minutes until morning practice begins. 

The field is quiet when I step onto it, blanketed in morning fog. I take a moment, letting the silence settle into my bones. It never lasts long.

A minute later, Kael walks up beside me, already geared and ready. Of course.

“Morning,” he says. No judgment in his voice. Just steady presence.

I nod once and keep my eyes on the field.

Most of the warriors are used to Kael and me running drills, they can practically run without us, but the newer additions—the omegas, the non-warrior ranks—still look nervous when they arrive. Good. A healthy dose of fear means they’re paying attention.

I started training them a week after Emmerson was taken.

Not just warriors—everyone. If you could stand, you could fight. I wasn’t letting what happened to her happen again. Not without everyone having the tools to at least try and stop it.

Now, a year later, they’ve held their own. I’m about ready to hand them off to one of our senior warriors. Focus more on the pups next.

Today, the middle and high school-aged wolves start. The youngest won’t be far behind—stretching, running, building strength. They’d grow up sharper, smarter. No one would catch them unprepared again.

Kael stands at my side, watching the field with me, quiet for a beat.

Then: “So... this message from Carson. What exactly does it say?”

I don’t look at him. Still stung from last night’s verbal check, even if I know I deserved it. Pride’s a funny thing.

Kael doesn’t press. Just reads it aloud.

Alpha Cole,

Let me begin with a sentiment rarely offered between our packs: respect. You’ve carved your place into the world, and your pack’s strength is undeniable. That makes you a man worth speaking to.

I’ll keep this brief. Territory changes. Power shifts. The land resists. But I believe even the wildest things can be brought to heel with the right hand at the reins. I’ve acquired something... rare. A piece of the old order, full of potential—the kind of presence that settles unrest, soothes soil and spirit alike. It’s a bit unruly, but I’m confident it’ll see reason in time.

My offer is simple: let’s speak of peace. An alliance, perhaps. One that benefits both of us—strengthens borders, stabilizes lands, discourages outside interference. There’s much we could gain by working together, Alpha to Alpha. Some claim the land chooses its leaders. I intend to force it into obedience. I hope you’re wise enough to see what could be built if we stand side by side.

— Alpha Carson Vale, Harbor Moon Pack

Kael finishes and tucks the note away.

“He’s a slick piece of shit, isn’t he?”

That earns him a glance.

Kael rarely gives his opinion unprompted. But when he does, he doesn’t miss.

“Let’s handle training first,” I say. “Then we deal with the piece of shit.”
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